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This paper examines shifts in the knowledge production policy agenda at Japanese research 
universities—a transition from discipline-based academic tradition towards interdisciplinary 
forms of knowledge production—through a case study of a leading interdisciplinary research 
institute. We examine this transition through the case of Tohoku University, one of seven 
‘Designated National Universities’, and its flagship International Research Institute of Disaster 
Science. Documentary analysis revealed a renewed emphasis on interdisciplinarity, evident in 
restructuring towards a ‘blended hybrid’ model to reconcile the different institutional logics of 
diverse research traditions among its staff. Interviews with key stakeholders uncovered the 
internal dynamics of this process, its barriers and opportunities. We conclude with implications 
for Japanese higher education, arguing that a shift to ‘blended hybrid’ institutional forms is 
necessary but insufficient to maintain successful interdisciplinary research institutes. Success 
is contingent on simultaneous commitment to sustainable international connections and 
relationships with diverse external stakeholders. 
 
 




Historically successful modes of knowledge production, 
characterised by academic autonomy and clear distinctions 
between disciplines, are increasingly supplanted by new modes, 
emphasising interdisciplinarity and accountability to multiple 
stakeholders (Nowotny, Scott, & Gibbons, 2003). In addition, the 
emergence of a ‘global dimension’ in higher education has 
facilitated the rapid expansion of cross-border research 
collaboration, evidenced by a rise in both the total number of 
internationally co-authored publications, and their proportion 
of all published science (Marginson, 2018). While collaboration 
is increasing (Chao, 2014), so too is status competition on a 
global scale, reflected in rankings regarding research, 
innovation, and international reputation (Marginson & van der 
Wende, 2007). In this context, leading states in East Asia are pursuing 
excellence in Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) at universities as a driver of economic 
development and global status, with a particular focus on high-end technology and the 
knowledge industries (Mok, 2012). 
Japanese higher education led East Asia in the 20th century, but it has since lost its distinguished 
position. Neighbouring countries have made rapid advances with high levels of public financial 
support, coinciding with Japan’s economic stagnation and a gradual decrease in the operational 
budgets of its national universities (Goldfinch, 2006; Shima, 2018). Meanwhile, 
3 
 
Japanese society continues to struggle with advanced social challenges such as an aging 
population, low birth rate, and frequent natural disasters, issues which are increasingly 
implicated in the changing STI policy agenda (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology [MEXT], 2017). The government has concentrated resources in a few leading 
research universities to enhance their global position (Kitagawa & Yonezawa, 2017), and 
promoted the diversification of national universities’ income sources and institutional missions 
to include commercialisation, academic entrepreneurship, and greater collaboration with 
industry and other knowledge users (Yonezawa & Shimmi, 2015). Furthermore, a recent shift 
toward interdisciplinary research and collaborative, co-creative approaches to knowledge 
production is notable. However, the creation of institutional spaces for interdisciplinary 
research provides challenges for universities globally (Donina et al., 2017; Baptista et al. 2019), 
and empirical understanding of the institutional processes, organisational forms and conditions 
that help create successful interdisciplinary spaces is limited. 
This paper engages with the ‘Designated National Universities’ project. From 2017 to 2019, 
seven national universities were ‘Designated’ to experiment with new institutional forms for 
the advancement of the national knowledge economy (Yonezawa, 2019). These institutional 
forms emphasise an approach that extends beyond traditional academic units, drawing on talent 
from across the university’s disciplinary faculties, and engaging governmental, industrial, and 
community partners (Tohoku University, 2017). Through a case study of one such institute, 
the aim of this research was to identify strategies and goals employed, barriers and 
opportunities for their attainment in practice, and to draw implications for policy and practice 
in Japanese higher education more broadly. 
Evolutions in higher education research policy in Japan 
 
Among leading East Asian economies, top Japanese universities were among the first to 
become globally competitive (Yonezawa, 2003). The nine Japanese Nobel laureates awarded 
between 2010-19, are evidence of the significant scientific advances made during the 1970s 
and 1980s, a period of great success in Japanese universities (Akaike & Hara, 2017). However, 
following the end of the economic boom of the 1980s, R&D expenditure and productivity 
plateaued in the first half of the 1990s ‘lost decade’ (Goto & Motohashi, 2009). The Japanese 
government subsequently implemented a number of policy reforms designed to renew its 
research system. The ‘Basic Law on Science and Technology’ was promulgated in 1995, and 
research funding was gradually increased through 5-year strategic plans (Goto & Motohashi, 
2009). More drastic steps were revealed in 2001, including the incorporation of national and 
local public universities from 2004, and resource concentration in leading institutions through 
competitive grants (Yonezawa, 2003). Since, competitive project-based funding has become 
the norm. 
However, despite consistent policy interventions, the slide of Japanese research universities 
relative to regional competitors continues, and research productivity is declining (Arimoto, 
2015). This decline is partially attributed to a relative lack of investment, as public R&D 
expenditure is lower than other developed countries (Huang, 2018). This lack of investment is 
justified by the presence of self-contained R&D facilities within private corporations (Newby 
et al., 2009; NISTEP, 2018), but research suggests that university-industry R&D activities have 
not become commonplace (Kitagawa, 2017). With little prospect of increased investment that 
will enable Japan’s universities to compete in financial terms, policy initiatives that foster 
innovation and reform are pertinent. The latest policy reforms represent such a commitment. 
They seek to strengthening interdisciplinary research (Komiyama, 
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2014; MEXT, 2017) and open Japanese universities to international talent (Armitage, 
2019), with the broader national aim of balancing development of the knowledge economy 
with solving shared social challenges in ‘Society 5.0’ ( Cabinet Office of Japan, 
n.d.; Fukuyama, 2018). 
The ‘Designated National Universities’ program was is the most prominent of these recent 
reforms and is designed to support structural reforms in candidate universities. Selected 
institutions were given a distinct legal status, affording them greater autonomy to manage their 
resources and commercial activities, and accept investment from venture capital (Kobayashi, 
2019). It is this distinct legal status that distinguished the program from previous policy 
initiatives, by actively encouraging research units to restructure, better supporting 
interdisciplinary research activities and new forms of external stakeholder engagement. The 
Designated National Universities program thus represents a new direction for higher education 
policymaking in Japan and offers new potential to capitalise on interdisciplinary and extra-
academic linkages in engaging with shared social challenges. 
Conceptualising new forms of knowledge production 
 
The renewed emphasis on interdisciplinarity inherent in the Designated National Universities 
program reflects new conceptualisations of knowledge production on the global stage. The 
complexity and interconnectedness of social problems in areas 
such as public health, nuclear energy and the environment has 
coincided with demand for innovative solutions that combine 
knowledge from different scientific disciplines (Hammond, 2019; 
Rijnsoever & Hessels, 2010). However, existing organisational 
structures at research universities based on traditional 
disciplinary research units are not adept at responding to such 
diverse social challenges. Consequently, the notion of ‘Mode 2’ 
knowledge production has emerged as a guiding concept for 
organisational reform, whereby research is characterised as 
‘socially distributed, application oriented, trans-disciplinary 
and subject to multiple accountabilities’ (Nowotny et al., 2003, 
p. 179). Central to this endeavour is the task of building and sustaining ‘organised research 
units’ (Geiger, 1990) that go beyond traditional departmental structures and seek to reconcile 
their competing interests. 
In order to better understand organisational forms within such interdisciplinary research units, 
we draw on the concept of ‘institutional logics’. Perkmann et al. (2019) describe how new 
organisational units at the university must reconcile ‘alternative institutional logics’, 
combining elements of both discipline-based and interdisciplinary knowledge production, 
becoming ‘hybrid organisations’ in the process. Such organisations many be characterised as 
‘structural hybrids’, wherein different parts of the organisation adhere to different logics, 
resulting in their compartmentalisation into structurally distinct organisational spaces. 
Alternatively, in a ‘blended hybrid’ the whole organisation is characterised by the shared 
elements of multiple logics (Perkmann et al. 2019). In either case, the creation of 
interdisciplinary units as ‘hybrid spaces’ may enable an environment in which academics 
engage with traditional institutional logic (i.e. disciplinary practices), while they may also 
engage with ‘alternative institutional logics’ in collaboration with external stakeholders and 




Simultaneously, the development of these new organisational forms has been linked to policy 
pressures across contexts. First, the emergence of interdisciplinary fields has been conditioned 
and motivated by pressures on universities to access additional funding sources. Oleksiyenko 
and Sá (2010) argue that for such fields to become ‘viable’, university actors need to secure 
on-going support from sponsors that justify long-term financial commitments and should direct 
internal resources towards strategic fields that many attract funders. Governments have 
likewise devised policies to incentivise collaboration between universities and external 
partners (de la Torre, et al., 2016), forging the development of ‘triple helix’ relationships 
between university, industry, government (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000), and ‘society’ 
(Leisyte & Fochler, 2018). 
 
To understand the changing institutional processes at leading Japanese universities, in the 
context of a growing need for transformation across the academic system, we apply these 
analytical frames in a case study of an emerging interdisciplinary unit at a national research 
university in Japan. 
 
Tohoku University and the International Research Institute of Disaster Sciences 
We analyse the case of Tohoku University and its International Research Institute of Disaster 
Science (IRIDeS). Tohoku University was established in 1907 as the third ‘Imperial university’ 
and has a history of world-leading research. Due to cyclical earthquakes affecting the area, in 
2007 a university-wide disaster sciences research cluster was formed, drawing on academics 
from 19 fields across the university. In 2011, the university assumed a new role following the 
Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami, clarifying its vision to contribute to the recovery of 
both the local area and the nation through its research and knowledge creation (Hirakawa & 
Imamura, 2013), and IRIDeS was established in 2012 in order to extensively study the recent 
earthquake/tsunami and its wide-ranging effects. The institute capitalised on the existing 
research cluster to assemble faculty from various schools, research institutes and centres, and 
recruited new staff through international public offerings (Hirakawa & Imamura, 2013). 
 
[Table 1 near here] 
 
In 2017, Tohoku University was chosen to join the Designated National University program 
on the basis of its proposal to further develop its leading interdisciplinary research institutes, 
including IRIDeS. Specifically, the proposal was based on a fundamental restructuring that 
prioritised contributions to shared social challenges through interdisciplinarity research 
undertaken with diverse collaborative partners (IRIDeS, 2018), including experts from the 
natural and social sciences, industry and international organisations, and the local and 
international community (see Figure 1). Upon acceptance, Tohoku and IRIDeS were granted 
greater autonomy to pursue such partnerships and to diversify their research funding sources. 
As a result, today income based on external funding almost matches the operational budget 
from the national government (see Table 2.) 
 






To better understand the barriers and opportunities to such fundamental reforms within the 
Designated National Universities program, the authors carried out a qualitative case study of 
IRIDeS. We chose to employ this single case study because the ‘study-in-depth’ approach 
allows ‘outsider’ researchers to understand the meaning and significance of a target social 
phenomena in situ (Stark & Torrance 2005, p. 33). While limited claims to generalisability are 
applicable to all case study research (Bryman 2012), IRIDeS represents a critical case of a core 
research unit in the Designated National Universities program. Critical case studies are often 
used when the target population is small, and wherein the choice of case study is guided by the 
desire to ‘yield the most information and have the greatest impact on the development of 
knowledge’ (Patton, 2015, p. 276). In this case, only six universities are included in the 
program, each explicitly identifying only 1-2 research institutes as sites for comprehensive 
reform. IRIDeS was, therefore, one of a small target population of research institutes. Further, 
stakeholders within IRIDeS were willing to cooperate with the research, providing access to 
information and informants with high potential to impact knowledge (Patton, 2015). Thus, 
while not directly generalisable across the entire Designated National Universities program, 
we argue that IRIDeS does have a degree of ‘strategic importance in relation to the general 
problem’ of developing new interdisciplinary research units in Japanese universities (Flyvbjerg, 
2006, p. 14), reflective of the recent policy agenda in Japan. 
 
We reviewed internal strategic documents, publications distributed by the institute, and 
interviewed a maximum variation sample of 15 staff from different fields, genders, nationalities 
and roles within the institute (Table 3). This purposive sample was chosen to both reveal 
variation and identify ‘important shared patterns’ in participants’ perspectives (Palinkas et al., 
2015). We employed semi-structured interviews to reflect the heterogeneous profiles of 
interviewees while engaging with a specific research topic (Edwards & Holland, 2013). The 
interview protocol was informed by the theoretical concepts and research questions that framed 
our study. Interviews took around one hour, were conducted in English or Japanese according 
to participants’ preferences, and were audio recorded and professionally transcribed. Thematic 
coding was employed inductively and in the original language to limit the influence of 
translation on the analysis (Squires, 2009; Bryman, 2012). The presentation of findings is 
structured around dominant themes that emerged through an iterative process of analysis and 
discussion by all members of the research team. 
 




Qualitative analysis of documents and interviews with institutional leaders revealed the 
strategic goals of IRIDeS, and their relationship to the Designated National Universities project. 
These goals were: (1) restructuring towards a ‘blended hybrid’ organisational model, (2) 
linking with national and international research and social agendas, (3) attracting international 
talent, and (4) bringing external stakeholders to the core of IRIDeS’ activities. Interviewees 




From structural to blended interdisciplinarity 
 
The director of IRIDeS described the disaster sciences as ‘a truly inter- and trans-disciplinary 
academic field that contributes to the international society by addressing global issues to reduce 
the damage and loss associated with disasters’ (Elsevier 2017, p. 5), and a commitment to 
interdisciplinarity was evident. From its inception, the institute drew on expertise from across 
the entire university. However, until a major reorganisation in 2018, this expertise was 
subdivided into disciplinary-focused divisions which concentrated researchers from related 
fields into collaborative teams. In this sense, from 2012-2018 IRIDeS represented a ‘structural 
hybrid’ space, wherein the umbrella organisation played host to various ‘institutional logics’ 
from different disciplinary fields, but these remained compartmentalised. 
 
Participants of this study recalled this state of affairs, reflecting on various barriers to mixing 
these various institutional logics, and the limited interdisciplinary work that was possible as a 
result. Several confessed to the internal struggle of identification with a particular discipline 
and the imperatives of interdisciplinarity. Participants still felt obligated to ‘master the current 
established discipline as their own expertise first’ (Interviewee L), particularly in the absence 
of an equally established interdisciplinary approach around which they could base their career. 
Interviewee N had a broad research background including training in civil engineering, 
economics and urban planning, but reiterated that ‘core research’ in a disciplinary home was 
critical for researchers. Some participants recognised the value of interdisciplinary 
collaboration in an abstract sense, but were frank in their preference to work within their own 
field: ‘isn’t it OK to work hard in the conventional system?’ (Interviewee D). 
 
Participants identified more functional problems with the ‘structural hybrid’ system, citing 
different research evaluation practices between disciplinary teams. Each team worked with 
evaluation methods familiar within that field. Interviewee I argued that ‘it’s not just about 
conducting the research but also about publishing the result’, with optimal publication avenues 
differing between fields. Participant D was concerned with how collaborative teams would be 
evaluated, particularly in a system that currently evaluated based on publication numbers or 
research funding. This resulted in uneven incentives to work across teams, discouraging 
collaborative research. Participants suggested there was a ‘need to accept diverse valuation 
practices from all fields’ (Participant B), though little progress had yet been made. 
 
Following its appointment as a Designated National University, renewed commitment to 
interdisciplinarity within IRIDeS was reflected in an administrative restructuring. The institute 
dropped its disciplinary-focused divisions in 2018, in favour of research areas defined by 
shared social challenges that could be worked on by members of any discipline (Figure 1). This 
administrative reorganisation reflects an attempt to transition from a ‘structural hybrid’ to a 
‘blended hybrid’ space, wherein the compartmentalisation of different institutional logics is 
systematically broken down and the entire organisation becomes characterised by the presence 
and application of shared logics from multiple disciplinary backgrounds. 
 
While the impacts of this administrative change were yet to fully play out within the institution, 
some participants indicated that it did appear to have driven some qualitatively different 
interactions between researchers from different fields. Interviewee H gave the example of 
interdisciplinary survey teams in which groups of researchers from the institute are tasked with 
responding to a particular social need or disaster, but with each member maintaining ‘their own 
approach and their own topic… all shar[ing] the same field and exchanging information to 
summarize what we’re doing’. By centring around a particular need the team could ‘kill two 
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birds with one stone’ (Interviewee H), satisfying the disciplinary demands of individual 
researchers, while also providing an overview of the social challenge in question. Building on 
this idea, interviewee G argued for more forms of ‘mediated collaboration’, wherein the 
institute could provide advantageous conditions for interdisciplinary work, such as the 
interdisciplinary work groups defined by shared social challenges. Interviewee J remarked that 
‘in this environment it’s easier to be together with people that are from other disciplines,’ 
however, interviewees also stressed that patience is needed for meaningful collaborations to 
arise organically even within a positive collaborative environment. Thus, it appears that the 
recent transition to a more ‘blended hybrid’ combination of institutional logics within IRIDeS 
may have potential but requires sustained investment and patience for the full benefits to 
emerge. 
 
Developing links with national and international agendas 
 
In this transition to a ‘blended hybrid’ space structured around shared social challenges rather 
than discipline-based units, IRIDeS’ strategy included developing links between national 
research agendas and those of the international research community. In so doing, the institute 
seeks to become a world centre of disaster science research through innovation, becoming 
foundational within the field as it develops globally (IRIDeS, n.d.b). In this vein, the institute’s 
location near the epicentre of a rarely destructive natural disaster and their direct access to data 
and affected communities brings with it an opportunity to link its national research agenda with 
research on the international stage.  
 
The institute’s director argues that IRIDeS has a responsibility to share its internationally 
valuable data to ‘respond to research needs from all over the world’ (Elsevier, 2017, p. 5), 
forming one arm of its strategy to link national and international research agendas. However, 
participants discussed multiple barriers to this approach. Interviewee H criticised the fact that 
‘[the data] stays in Japanese’ and is not ‘able to be disseminated internationally’. Thus, an 
advantage of IRIDeS’ position in the global stage is not being capitalised upon. The same 
participant explained that incentives to translate data and publish internationally are not high 
within Japan, because you can ‘research in Japanese, publish in Japanese, present in Japanese 
for your whole life with no problem.’ Interviewee I suggested that while most academics within 
IRIDeS do engage in international circles in some capacity, participating more in international 
conferences and publications was critical for international visibility and integration with 
international research agendas. 
 
Another strategy involved taking on leadership roles in creating and managing large 
international projects. For example, IRIDeS co-leads the Disaster Research Group of the 
Association of Pacific Rim Universities, formed in 2013 to centralise research designed to 
mitigate the effects of natural disasters in one of the most disaster-prone locations on earth 
(APRU-IRIDeS, n.d.). In addition, the institute collaborated with the United Nations to 
establish the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, setting priorities for 
research, data management and action to prevent and mitigate disasters worldwide (Aitsi-Selmi 
et al., 2015). While recognising the positive impact of these projects, participants discussed 
barriers to IRIDeS consolidating its role as a global leader. Interviewee C argued that ‘there 
are few people who can take on international leadership within IRIDeS,’ with many 
international leadership responsibilities and opportunities falling on few senior staff.  
 




Attracting international researchers has been one strategy to better integrate domestic and 
international research agendas while building IRIDeS’ international profile and 
competitiveness. However, despite the institute’s claims to be an ‘international’ research 
institute, interviewees illustrated the ongoing challenge of attracting and retaining international 
researchers. 
 
A fundamental challenge was attracting high quality staff from abroad. Participants indicated 
their concern that standard recruitment procedures in Japanese universities do not include 
explicit descriptions of working conditions and salaries. While these procedures are accepted 
within Japan, participants worried that such standardised administration procedures might 
dissuade international talent. Participants also suggested that recruitment practices required 
greater consideration of equality, diversity and inclusion, citing the visible imbalances in 
gender and nationality, especially among senior faculty members.  
 
Interviewees also expressed concern that international faculty who were recruited often 
encountered issues during their time at IRIDeS. Linguistic concerns were a chronic problem. 
Interviewees reported that almost all administrative discussions and faculty meetings take place 
in Japanese, and support for the international staff is not systematised. This is partly due to the 
existence of some Japanese faculty and administrative staff who had difficulty using English 
in a professional setting. Though most international interviewees could communicate in 
Japanese, they admitted that there were limited resources in the institute to host international 
researchers who were not Japanese speakers. Indeed, interviewee H confessed that ‘I do not 
recommend international faculty to work here’, citing the need to better adapt to the basic needs 
of international colleagues. 
 
Beyond linguistic concerns, participants also expressed the difficulties of maintaining 
interdisciplinary academic collaborations due to clashes between differing academic traditions 
that were only exacerbated when viewed on a global scale. Interviewee H argued that ‘there is 
a big gap of the style of academic discussion between Japan and the Western world’, suggesting 
that Japanese researchers placed a particular emphasis on the positivist paradigm while 
relatively neglecting the importance of ‘analytical frameworks and the story’ that are stressed 
in the Western tradition. Interviewee J, who trained abroad in the humanities and social 
sciences, echoed that in Japan ‘it’s not easy to convince doctors and engineers that you are also 
a scientist’. Furthermore, interviewee K showed disappointment that ‘other Japanese staff and 
students’ at Tohoku University ‘did not show interest’ in English language or international 
events organised by the institute, such as the summer school program designed to foster 
international collaborations.  
 
Participants agreed that these challenges of integrating international staff should be met with 
institutional reform, but the level of commitment to this reform varied. While a small number 
of international faculty had gained tenure and the international research collaboration office 
was newly established in 2019, participants criticised the recent decrease in international 
faculty within the institute, caused by the end of funding cycles and contracts that were not 
renewed. Indeed, all 21 full professors at the institute were Japanese (and male), and, among 
them, only two had been trained at a doctoral level outside of Japan, reflecting a lack of 
international influence within the leadership group. However, there was no ‘specific plan… to 
invite top international researchers as principal investigators or senior research leaders yet’ 
(Interviewee A), as the institute preferred a ‘gradual approach’ to international recruitment. 
Interviewee D also worried that it was ‘difficult to accept foreigners’ in an insecure funding 
environment. However, international participants argued for the need to increase the pace of 
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reform, including developing new educational pathways in-house to provide the stable income 
necessary to support tenured international faculty. 
 
Interviewee H went on to argue that the few international staff at IRIDeS felt they were solely 
responsible for establishing networks with the international research community, with low 
expectations to engage in internationally competitive research. The concentration of 
responsibility for international activities towards few staff with high proficiency in English was 
also reported by Japanese participants, for example interviewee N, who welcomed international 
experts but worried that international faculty who concentrated too much on international 
endeavours may not understand domestic Japanese issues. 
 
Bringing external stakeholders into core research activities 
 
Finally, to ensure that IRIDeS’ work addressed relevant and pressing social needs in both local 
and international communities, the institute sought to engage with a range of extra-academic 
partners in government, industry, and local communities. This aspect of the institution’s 
strategy appeared to have had a high degree of success, as interviewees provided evidence of 
a variety of mutually beneficial relationships between the institute and its partners.  
 
While Tohoku University’s ‘designated’ status ostensibly gives IRIDeS greater autonomy from 
government, both the national and local governments remain critical partners for the institute. 
IRIDeS regularly produces reports for the consumption of policymakers (e.g., IRIDeS, 2013), 
upon whom they also rely for a large portion of their funding. However, some of the difficulties 
described in retaining international faculty members relate to these funding relationships. As 
the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology has moved increasingly 
towards project-based funding while decreasing the basic grant for universities (Huang, 2018), 
so too has the use of temporary contracts for faculty increased. Interviewee G was directly 
critical of this change, advocating for more consistent funding arrangements to better enable 
the long-term planning of the institute, particularly in recruitment. 
 
IRIDeS also developed industrial partnerships with multiple private companies, with whom it 
carried out collaborative research projects and received specific donations. From its formation 
IRIDeS has been partnered with Tokio Marine, a private insurance broker with over 30,000 
employees that was heavily active in the region following the 2011 quake. The disaster 
illustrated to both partners the limitations of their risk modelling capacity, which they have 
jointly addressed by bringing together IRIDeS’ research expertise and Tokio Marine’s 
enormous manpower to both ‘develop better risk evaluation methods’ and systems for 
dissemination advice and information to the general public (IRIDeS, 2016, p. 4-5). Concrete 
benefits from this program include a widespread education program in high-risk areas, 
increasing the shared awareness of the lessons learned from the 2011 quake with the potential 
to save lives in the event of future disasters. Similar programs have been developed with Japan 
Airlines (JAL), the Japan Broadcasting Corporation (NHK), and Fujitsu. These companies 
provided technology and resources for the institute, supporting collaborative projects for 
disaster tourism and volunteer programs (JAL, 2017), archival work (Yamaguchi, 2016), and 
technical support for a joint project with the United Nations Disaster Statistics Agency (Fujitsu, 
2017) to aid the regeneration of the area. 
 
The local community has also become central to IRIDeS’ activities, supported by establishment 
of ‘village committees’ across the region, through which data can be collected and advice 
disseminated. Non-academic citizens in the local community have become valued research 
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partners in some collaborative research projects, to their mutual benefit. This appeared to be 
an area with potential for growth, as interviewee G explained the benefits of rolling out such 
community programs prior to the occurrence of natural disasters and the need to expand them 
to other at-risk locations. Furthermore, they argued that researchers could do more in the form 
of local engagement, potentially through local media organisations to further facilitate the 
dissemination of research-based advice. 
 
Conclusions and implications  
 
These findings illustrate the various opportunities and barriers that characterise Japan’s 
emerging policy environment. Analysis of the IRIDeS case revealed an extensive restructuring 
at the heart of institutional strategies aiming to cultivate interdisciplinary collaborations, 
international engagement, and proactive relations with a range of external stakeholders. 
However, a range of practical challenges impeding the attainment of these goals were identified 
by actors across the institute, indicating the weaknesses in the current model. In the case of 
IRIDeS, it appeared that top-down restructuring of the institute had brought some positive 
change but was insufficient. The institutional commitment to create a ‘blended hybrid’ 
collaborative unit (Perkmann et al., 2019) was an improvement on the previous ‘structural 
hybrid’ model, but still appeared to meet with barriers posed by traditional academic culture 
and entrenched values and practices between disciplines and the ongoing marginalisation of 
international actors. Clearly, for the benefits of such ‘hybrid’ spaces to be felt, they need to be 
developed alongside broader institutional change, including the integration of international 
perspectives and actors, and relationships with a broader field of external stakeholders. 
 
Certainly, IRIDeS’ success in building industry links and community engagement within Japan 
are cause to be optimistic about the possibilities for building ‘triple helix’ collaborative 
relationships with Japan’s civil society and private R&D infrastructure (Newby et al., 2009), 
contributing to new forms of knowledge production, and without the need for extensive 
amounts of additional public funding. In this sense, IRIDeS is an example of the ability for 
isolated research units within Japanese universities to respond to shifting global trends in 
knowledge production, when given the autonomy and mandate to move away from traditional 
institutional forms. On the other hand, the persistent challenges preventing the development of 
such relationships with partners outside Japan are cause for concern. Barriers to 
internationalisation reported elsewhere in the literature (Brotherhood, Hammond & Kim, 2019; 
Ota, 2018) were evident here, too, wherein international actors at the institute itself felt 
excluded from positions of influence in the reformative project, while Japanese actors 
expressed concern or indifference to personally engaging in international activity. Furthermore, 
if international linkages and interdisciplinary partnerships are to be developed in earnest, there 
is an argument to be made for greater stability of funding arrangements, in lieu of short-term 
project-based schemes. This may encourage institutes like IRIDeS to further integrate 
international researchers into their long-term project, while also providing the conditions that 
support the slow process of ‘mediated collaboration’ and developing a ‘shared language’ that 
will be foundational to the eventual development of successful interdisciplinary centres. 
 
In light of these findings, future policy in Japan may seek to learn from the difficulties and 
capitalise on the successes shown by the IRIDeS case. Despite its difficulties, it appears that 
the autonomy granted by the Designated National Universities program did provide IRIDeS 
with an opportunity and mandate to transition to a ‘blended hybrid’ model and better integrate 
its interdisciplinary faculty. It also allowed the institute to cultivate greater extra-institutional 
collaborations, mutually beneficial for its research activities and a host of other local actors. 
12 
 
However, currently such autonomy is concentrated in just the seven universities that received 
‘designated’ status, limiting the scope for Japanese higher education to evolve as a system. 
Potentially, by granting the functional autonomy received by Designated National Universities 
to other public institutions throughout Japan, there is an opportunity to broaden these benefits. 
However, these conclusions are based on the study of a single case, and it would be fruitful to 
assess the emergence of new institutional forms in different contexts throughout Japan and East 
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Table 1. Staff Profile of International Research Institute of Disaster Science (IRIDeS) 
 
Academic position Number of 
staff 
International  Female 
Professor 21 0 0 
Associate Professor 15 2 3 
Senior Lecturer 2 0 1 
Assistant Professor 17 3 4 
Assistant 1 0 0 
Total (March 2018) 56 5 8 





Table 2. Financial Summary of IRIDeS (Fiscal Year 2017, Japanese Yen)  
 
Items Ammount (million yen) 
Operational budget from national government 538 
Overhead 53 
Donation 51 
Sponsored research 112 
Joint research 34 
Sponsored activities (event, social services, etc.) 65 
National research grants (Japan Society for the Promoton of 
Science) 
158 
Other subsidies 70 
Total 1,081 




Figure 1. IRIDeS’ 6 missions and collaborative partners 
 
 










Discipline Gender Nationality International 
study/work 
experience 
A Senior Science and 
Engineering 
Male Japanese Y 
B Senior Science and 
Engineering 
Male Japanese Y 
C Senior Science and 
Engineering 
Male Japanese Y 
D Senior Science and 
Engineering 
Male Japanese Y 
E Junior Science and 
Engineering 
Male International  
F Junior Science and 
Engineering 
Male Japanese Y 
G Junior  Science and 
Engineering 
Male International  
H Junior Humanities 
and Social 
science 
Female International  
I Junior Humanities 
and Social 
science 
Female International  
J Junior Humanities 
and Social 
science 
Female International  
K Junior Humanities 
and Social 
science 
Male Japanese N 
L Junior Humanities 
and Social 
science 
Male Japanese N 
M Junior Humanities 
and Social 
science 
Male Japanese N 
N Junior Humanities 
and Social 
science 
Female Japanese Y 
O Junior Humanities 
and Social 
science 
Female Japanese Y 
Source: authors 
Note: International study/professional experience is defined as the study led to the doctoral 
degrees or working experiences abroad as postdoctoral fellows, experts and administrative 
officers with expertise. We inserted this information only to the Japanese interviewees. All the 
international interviewees have some form of long term educational experiences (not 
necessarily at the doctoral level) or professional experiences outside of Japan. 
